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CHALLENGING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING IN 







Knowledge and skills are the basic values in human life in the modern 
information society. Developing critical thinking and applying creativity into 
foreign language teaching and learning is becoming more and more important 
for educators. In this paper the ideas of how English classes may contribute 
to the development of critical and creative thinking skills are suggested. The 
paper shares both theoretical and practical ideas about critical and creative 
thinking development within English language teaching and learning. It 
begins by examining the need for the teaching of thinking skills in 
preparation of students as 21st-century learners. The paper provides a 
literature overview to shed light on the nature of critical thinking and 
creativity root notions. The survey method is used as a model. A few 
examples of classroom activities where critical and creative thinking are 
highlighted are considered. From the survey results, perceptions and attitudes 
of students to the process of learning English as a foreign language are 
described. The research demonstrates the positive development of critical and 
creative thinking outcomes for most students exposed to the presented 
teaching technique.   
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1 Introduction 
In recent years more than ever a person has been exposed to a large amount 
of human knowledge. Living in the information or knowledge society implies 
dealing with a continuously increasing wealth of information on a daily basis. 
The ability to use information skillfully and appropriately requires high 
mental and intellectual skills. The 21st-century skills are different from those 
of the 20th century primarily due to the emergence of very sophisticated 
information and communication technologies. All fields of knowledge are 
dynamic in nature. Modern technologies challenge foreign language teachers 
to prepare students with the strategies they need to be effective in academic, 
business and social settings. 
The P21 organization (the Partnership for 21st Century Learning) conducted 
research that identified deeper learning competencies and skills they called 
the Four Cs of the 21st-century learning: collaboration, communication, 
critical thinking, and creativity. These competencies indicate sufficiency of 
knowledge and skills that a person needs to act in a wide variety of contexts. 
There is an array of intellectual skills and the most important among them are 
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critical thinking and creativity. 
The terms “critical thinking” and “creative thinking” progressively appear in 
the world of education and foreign language teaching and learning. Didem 
and Hürsen (2013) chose and analyzed 141 articles related to critical thinking 
in the database of EBSCO, Science Direct, Tyler Francis and Ulakbim. 
Critical thinking studies were grouped from the publishing year 2000-2013. 
They revealed that most of the critical thinking studies were done in the area 
of education, and there are 83 of such studies related to critical thinking in 
the educational realm.  
Globalization substantially changes the course of university studies. 
Therefore, the education system should be adopted in the current world. 
Nowadays, the main target of higher education institutions is to instruct the 
students to be flexible, productive, creative and possess critical thinking 
ability. This points out the importance of critical thinking and creativity in 
education. Despite a great number of researches on critical thinking and 
creativity, numerous studies mention that university graduates lack 
fundamental soft skills, namely critical and creative thinking, decision-
making and problem-solving that are extremely important for their 
successful, professional career. Though critical thinking is being identified as 
an important educational objective, there is strong evidence indicating that 
many college graduates lack critical thinking skills needed for future success 
in the modern workplace (Ahuna et al., 2014; Nold, 2017).  
Fell and Lukianova (2015) also shared similar insights while investigating 
British academics’ perception of international students’ alleged lack of 
critical thinking. Kahneman and Egan (2011) elaborated further and stated 
that there was ample evidence that many adults, including college students, 
consistently fall prey to flawed and biased thinking. Carson (2015) and 
Sawyer (2013) asserted that critical and creative thinking skills are not 
limited to the few geniuses who are born with it, but these higher-order 
thinking skills can be developed through practice, feedback, and reflection.     
Thus, the following urgent questions arise: how to incorporate critical 
thinking and creativity into foreign language setting as well as how to 
promote the development of higher-order cognition within foreign language 
teaching and learning in a university setting. 
 
2 Literature review 
 
Human learning is a complex phenomenon. The cognitive domain involves 
knowledge and the development of intellectual skills. Knowledge and skills 
are of paramount importance in the information society as they outline the 
type of professional training of students as future teachers of English as a 
foreign language. They enhance the intellectual and moral development of 
the students’ personality, stimulates their potential, forms critical and creative 
thinking. The question of the theoretical foundation is very important in the 
establishment of a proper educational environment to make an English 
language class an effective thinking space favorable for incorporating and 
developing critical and creative thinking skills. 
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2.1 What is the nature of critical thinking?  
 
Both critical and creative thinking are viewed under the umbrella of higher 
order thinking skills. Nevertheless, some scholars, researchers consider them 
completely different. There are the consensus and mutual understanding of 
the importance of critical thinking in the new knowledge society, and that 
critical thinking skills are not restricted to a subject. According to Kelly 
(2009), critical thinking has become a concept that is important for all subject 
domains. 
Despite the unanimity among researchers on the role of critical thinking, this 
type of thinking does not enjoy common definition either there is agreement 
on its nature. One reason is that critical thinking is a complex concept which 
is at the core of most intellectual activity and involves sophisticated cognitive 
processes. Critical thinking develops higher order thinking skills (HOTS) – 
analysis – evaluation – synthesis. Higher order thinking is based on varies 
taxonomies on learning, particularly the one created by Benjamin Bloom 
(1956). Bloom’s taxonomy was revised by his former student Lorin 
Anderson. In 2001, Anderson worked with D. Krathwohl and others and 
published a Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy which showcases student actions 
(verb forms) versus nouns in the original Bloom’s taxonomy. The taxonomy 
reflects different forms of thinking, and as thinking is an active process, verbs 
were used rather than nouns.  
  
ORIGINAL DOMAIN NEW DOMAIN Higher order  







Picture 1. Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy (Source: Clark, 2013) 
Taxonomy reflects the forms of thinking. It should be stressed that 
knowledge, comprehension (remembering, understanding) are factual 
questions and are not considered as critical thinking. The upper levels of the 
taxonomy represent critical thinking. While Bloom’s taxonomy does not 
reflect all the interplays of the thinking process, it is a valuable tool for 
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looking at the cognitive aspects of it. Thus, the original domain and new 
domain of the taxonomy represent a handy set of skills necessary for thinking 
critically. It echoes Sternberg’s (1986: 3) definition of critical thinking as “the 
mental processes, strategies, and representations people use to solve 
problems, make decisions and learn new notions”. Ennis (1985) denotes 
critical thinking as reflective and reasonable thinking that is focused on 
deciding what to believe or do. Delecce (2018) argues that “critical thinking 
means making reasoned judgments that are logical and well-thought out. It is 
a way of thinking in which you don’t simply accept all arguments and 
conclusions you are exposed to but rather have an attitude involving 
questioning such arguments and conclusions”. It requires wanting to see what 
evidence is involved in supporting an argument or conclusion. According to 
Paul and Elder (2008), critical thinking is that mode of thinking – about any 
subject, content or problem – in which thinkers improve the quality of the 
processing their way of thinking competently when they are aware of 
principal mechanisms of thinking.    
Even with different approaches to the definition of critical thinking, there is a 
common ground that critical thinking implies formulating questions clearly, 
making logical judgments, seeking reason, problem-solving, decision-
making. Liu, Frankel, and Roohr (2014) evaluated seven critical frameworks 
to identify common elements. In their evaluation results, they stated that 
critical thinking entails such primary mental operations, namely identifying, 
analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating, which are basic for practical 
knowledge of problem-solving and decision-making. 
There is, however, a debate among scholars on the relationship between the 
two types of thinking. Some view them as different but complementary. 
Glaser (1985) states “creativity supplements critical thinking. It may not be 
an essential ingredient in critical thinking”. Halpern (2003) also describes 
critical and creative thinking as complementary and similar but not identical 
processes. Beyer (1995) argues that “critical thinking is not making decisions 
or solving problems. It is not the same as reflective thinking, creative 
thinking, or conceptualizing. Each of these other types of thinking serves a 
specific purpose”. 
Only by understanding whether there is a relationship between critical and 
creative thinking, if in fact these two extremely important constructs are 
interconnected, teachers will be able to challenge their students to develop 
critical and creative thinking skills.  
 
2.2 What is the architecture of creative thinking?  
 
The notion of creative thinking is also understood and interpreted in different 
ways. The term “creative” recalls related terms such as “creativity”, “creative 
thinking”, “creative thinking skills”, “creativeness”. Creativity can be defined 
in multiple ways, involving cognitive processes, personality characteristics, 
environment variables as well as the interaction of these components 
(Kaufman et al., 2008; Sternberg, 2006). Creativity is often used to denote a 
more universal conception of creativeness. Harris (2018) sets it out in terms 
of three main components: ability, attitude, and process. Perkins (1988) 
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suggests that the products of creative thought (sometimes referred to as 
divergent thought) usually have both originality and appropriateness. 
Peter Facione (2018) views creativity or innovative thinking as the kind of 
thinking that leads to new insights, novel approaches, fresh perspectives, 
whole new ways of understanding and conceiving of things. Creative 
thinking involves analytical thinking skills, flexibility, originality, 
brainstorming, metaphorical thinking, communication, creative problem 
solving and so on. Taylor (1959), an authority in the field of creative 
thinking, distinguished between five types of creativity: expressive creativity, 
productive creativity, inventive creativity, innovative creativity, and 
imaginative creativity.  
The main distinguishing features of critical and creative thinking proposed by 
Robert Harris (2018). In his view, these two kinds of thinking should be 
differentiated as it is illustrated in the table below. 
 
Table 1. Critical thinking vs. creative thinking 





judgment suspended judgment 
focused diffuse 
objective subjective 
the answer an answer 
left brain right brain                                
verbal visual 
linear associative 
reasoning richness, novelty 
yes, but yes and 
algorithmic heuristic 
solution path solution paths 
              
2.3 The relationship between critical and creative thinking  
 
While there has been much debate about the definition and nature of critical 
and creative thinking, little discussion has taken place concerning the 
relationship of critical and creative thinking. The question arises whether they 
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are entirely different or there is a correlation between critical and creative 
thinking. 
Paul and Elder (2012) stress that the very definition of the word “creative” 
implies a critical component (e.g. “having or showing imagination and 
artistic or intellectual inventiveness”). Scriven (1976: 124) states that “the 
very process of criticism necessarily involves the creative activity of 
generating new theories or hypotheses to explain phenomena that have 
seemed to other people to admit of only one explanation”.  
Padget (2012) says creativity and creative thinking go hand in hand and help 
to provide different ways of making sense of a situation; after applying 
analytical and logical thinking while dealing with the problem, the solution is 
possible by involving creative thinking. This is the place where creative and 
critical thinking meet as we then go on to assess whether the solution we 
have arrived at is the best solution available. 
Nevertheless, Harris (2018) postulated the distinguishing features of critical 
and creative thinking. He analyses the way they operate and makes a 
conclusion that both types of thinking are interrelated to one another in 
mental activities. He states that “in an activity like problem-solving, both 
kinds of thinking are important to us”. First, we must analyze the problem; 
then we must generate possible solutions; next we must choose and 
implement the best solution; and finally, we must evaluate the effectiveness 
of the solution. As you can see, this process reveals an alteration between the 
two kinds of thinking, critical and creative. In everyday practice, critical and 
creative thinking function concurrently and they are not in fact 
unconventional. 
Paul and Elder (2006) echo Harris’s understanding of the relationship of 
critical and creative thinking when they say that “the critical and creative 
functions of the mind are so interwoven that neither can be separated from 
the other without an essential loss to both”. Indeed, sound thinking requires 
both imagination and intellectual standards. Paul and Elder (2012) also 
assume that “imagination and reason are an inseparable teams. They function 
best in tandem, as the right and left legs in walking and running”. 
Thus, critical and creative thinking are not independent modes of thinking 
which function within different contexts. Rather they are inseparably linked 
and are both involved in the process of thinking well in any area. Both 
critical and creative thinking are achievements of thought. Critical thinking is 
performed after creating thinking has generated various possibilities. 
Creativity masters a process of making or producing. Criticality masters a 
process of assessing or judging (Paul and Elder, 2012). 
It is the nature of the mind to produce thoughts. Thinking is a higher 
cognitive process, mental activities to transform reality, create a new product, 
find new solutions to existing problems. Our mind, especially our thoughts, 
affect our perception and therefore, our interpretation of reality. Creativity is 
closely related to critical thinking, they work together. Creative thinking is 
generative whereas critical thinking is analytical. It can be illustrated by the 
function of two hemispheres (sides) of our brain.  
The left side of the brain controls the right side of the body. It also performs 
tasks that have to do with judgment, reasoning, probability. On the other 
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hand, the right side coordinates the left side of the body and performs tasks 
that deal with creativity, novelty. To sum up, critical and creative thinking can 
be viewed as intimately related dynamic notions; as being effective and 
challenging tools in the process of teaching and learning. 
2.4 Strategies and activities promoting critical and creative thinking in 
foreign language teaching and learning  
 
The problem of development of student’s critical and creative thinking skills 
in the process of teaching and learning a foreign language is reflected in 
numerous studies on enhancing the cognitive and creative activity of students 
(Davidson, 1994; Hughes, 2014; Sieglova, 2017; Starko, 2014). Today, there 
are a lot of different strategies, techniques, and activities which can be used 
to support motivation and challenge creativity, boost critical thinking in the 
group of foreign language learners. Teaching a foreign language itself is a 
creative and exciting endeavor. The use of creative techniques and activities 
capable of promoting and developing critical thinking is necessary for 
teaching and learning foreign languages. 
Students can be taught strategies for critical thinking skills that enable them 
to handle information more effectively and efficiently, think logically, 
analyze and compare, recognize different points of view and assumptions. 
Then they will be able to demonstrate habits of mind or thinking behaviors in 
different contexts. Creativity at a foreign language class helps students to 
introduce and share new ideas, develop and use foreign language speaking 
skills, be responsible for their decisions and form a positive attitude to 
foreign language. 
In order to anchor critical and creative thinking in a foreign language 
classroom, teachers are to be aware of not WHAT to teach but HOW to learn. 
To have more learner-centered classes, teacher’s position is important, but a 
bit changed from the controller to facilitator, helper. The teacher should not 
be superior to students, rather they both are seeking strategies and activities 
of how best to teach and learn English as a foreign language. The role of a 
teacher is to arrange the learning process, create a learning environment, 
organize a favorable space of thinking. 
It is extremely important to use teaching strategies and activities which foster 
the development of both critical and creative thinking in students. Neve 
(1986: 146) offers seven principles for creating a classroom which is “brain-
compatible” and “far removed from the standard teacher-talking-at-passive-
group model”. 
 
          1. Provide a non-threatening climate. 
          2. Provide a huge amount of input. 
          3. Emphasize genuine communication.  
          4. Provide for much manipulation. 
          5. Emphasize reality. 
          6. Address learning activities to actual, productive uses. 
          7. Respect natural thinking. 
 
Creativity is seen as an important quality for university students, future 
 104 
professionals. In this regard, Beghetto and Kaufman (2007) offered a 
conceptual model of the Four C Model of Creativity. The model describes the 
four levels of creative expression: 
 Big C: this type of creativity only applies to what is completely new 
for the people and is thus most closely associated with genius. 
 Little C: this is creativity in every day problem-solving. 
 Mini C: creativity associated with learning. When absorbing 
information, humans do not simply absorb it, but rather they process 
it through a filter of personal experience. How creative one is in 
applying this filter is referred to as mini C. 
 Pro C: Pro C, or professional creativity, is creativity at the 
workplace. Some people may be professionally active as creators, 
but they do not fall under the big C category because some of their 
work may already exist elsewhere in humanity. 
Mini C is defined as the novel and personally meaningful interpretation of 
experiences, actions, and events. Central to the definition of mini C creativity 
is the dynamic process of constructing personal knowledge. The four C 
model provides a framework for incorporating creativity in the teaching and 
learning process and helps students to develop their creativity to higher 
levels. 
 
3 Objectives and research questions 
 
Based on the nature of the study, three main research aims were stated for 
dealing with the issue: 
- To develop students’ awareness of critical and creating thinking. 
- To explore the effect of critical and creative thinking on students’ 
attitude about learning English as a foreign language. 
- To adapt some strategies and activities for developing 
comprehensive critical and creative thinking skills. 
The study was guided by the following three research questions: 
1. What strategies may improve students’ higher order thinking skills in 
English foreign language teaching and learning? 
2. What are the most effective tools available for a teacher to organize a 
favorable thinking space in a foreign language classroom? 
3.What is the impact of critical and creative thinking on teaching and 




The aim of this study is to determine the relationship between critical and 
creative thinking skills and find out effective strategies and activities which 
might challenge and enhance students’ thinking skills in the process of 
teaching and learning English as a foreign language. Students’ preferences for 
classroom activities and their previous language experience were also 
explored. The study followed collecting numerical data through a 10-item 
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questionnaire. The study was also carried out to provide insights into the 
setting of the issue under investigation, to find out thoughts and opinions of 
students towards different methods and activities of learning English as a 
foreign language, to determine cognitive creativity in learning a foreign 
language. 
To achieve the objectives two methods were used. The primary data for the 
study were got from the questionnaire and observation during English 





The participants of this study were the fourth-year students, future teachers of 
English language and literature, at a Ukrainian higher education institution. 
The study was carried out with 32 students, 27 female and 5 male 
participants. Students’ level of English ranged from B1 to B2 of the Common 
European Framework (CEF). Students have English language classes four 
times a week. The study was carried out during one semester. 
 
4.2 Procedure and instruments 
 
Students were given a questionnaire. There were ten questions for them to 
answer. The purpose of this questionnaire was to get the students’ feedback. 
Within the questions students evaluated their previous language learning 
experience, the English course, different strategies and activities, their 
perception and attitudes towards these activities.   
In carrying out classroom strategies and activities Elliot’s (1991) action 
model was used. According to this model the teacher plans, acts, observes, 
and reflects upon the pedagogical experience. This procedure indicates that 
action research started with raising a question that identifies the problem 
under investigation. The teacher-learning process is viewed as an intellectual 
process with a focus on development and enhancing critical and creative 
thinking skills. The stages of the action model are listed below: 
1. Planning. The problem was identified – the students need more “brain-
compatible” classes, strategies and activities aimed at promoting critical and 
creative thinking.   
 2. Action. According to the data obtained from the phase of planning the 
research plan was put into motion. The activities were chosen to be 
implemented into the English language classes. The action plan was put into 
practice during one semester and the chosen activities were regularly used in 
English classes. 
3. Observation. Observation focused on whether the students found the 
activities challenging, interesting and motivating, whether the activities 
developed better language skills, communicative skills and thinking skills as 
well. The collected data were processed, and the activities were evaluated. 
4. Reflection. At this stage, the action was evaluated in order to understand 
what has happened to plan. An overall conclusion was made. Thus, the 
students were given an opportunity to improve their critical thinking skills, 
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develop their creative potential and apply language knowledge. 
In the study, the following thinking techniques were used. SCAMPER is one 
of the most well-known brainstorming techniques (Eberie, 1996). The 
students were introduced to divergent thinking and SCAMPER as a technique 
for fostering divergent thinking. It was systematically used in English 
language classes. The SCAMPER brainstorming technique uses a set of 
directed questions to resolve a problem. 
 Substitute: Who or what could you substitute, swap or use instead? 
 Combine: Who or what can you bring together? 
 Adapt: Who or what (parts of the process) could you change? 
 Modify: How could you distort, reshape, maximize or minimize 
parts of the whole? 
 Put to another use: How might these apply in other circumstances? 
How could it be used by someone else or for other purposes? 
 Eliminate: What if you remove a component or forego the usual way 
of doing? 
 Reverse/rearrange: What if you did this the other way around? How 
could you achieve the opposite effect? 
 
DO IT technique (Olson,1980) was also applied in the course of the study. 
The name is based on the following abbreviation: Define-Open-Identify-
Transform. The pattern of the DO IT process emphasizes the need to define 
problems, open yourself to many possible solutions, identify the best solution 
and then transform it into action effectively. It is used for quick problem 
solving and designed to accelerate and strengthen a person’s natural creative 
problem-solving ability and to stimulate many diverse ideas for solutions to 
the problem. 
Socratic questioning techniques. Socratic questioning is the core of critical 
thinking (Paul and Elder, 2007). The usage of the Socratic approach to 
questioning helps to practice the ability to participate in a logically structured 
dialogue. The list of question and question categories is as follows: 
1. Questions for clarification: 
a. Why do you say that? 
b. How does it relate to our discussion? 
2. Questions that probe assumptions: 
a. What can we assume instead? 
b. How can you verify or disapprove that assumption? 
3. Questions that probe reason and evidence: 
a. What would be an example? 
b. What is … analogs to? 
4. Questions about viewpoints and perspectives: 
a. What would be an alternative? 
b. What is another way to look at it? 
5. Questioning that probe implications and consequences: 
a. What generalization can you make? 
b. What are you implying? 
6. Questions about the question: 
a. What was the point of this question? 
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b. Why do you think I ask this question? 
The Socratic technique is an effective way to deeply explore ideas. It is a 
helpful tool for teachers. Higher order thinking skills are present while 
learners think, discuss, debate, evaluate, and analyze content through. The 
purpose of Socratic Questioning is to challenge the accuracy and 




The study has shown that critical and creative thinking are issues that are to 
be addressed and focused on in an English foreign language classroom. The 
study demonstrated that critical and creative thinking are not fostered in the 
typical English language classroom. The questionnaire revealed that most 
students were not aware of critical and creating thinking. It was also found 
out that students are eager to deal with critical and creative thinking 
techniques during English classes. Findings of the study also suggest that 
class discussion with using specific techniques can challenge and enhance 
critical and creative thinking. 
It was also revealed that students evaluate more easily information, make 
arguments, comprehend and retain ideas when they debate on them, probe 
their assumptions, compare their ideas in pair work or group discussion. This 
is supported by empirical evidence which suggests that information that is 
actively processed rather than merely “recorded”, is more readily retrieved 
from memory, more accessible for application to new situations, and less 
likely to be forgotten (Bransford, 1979).   
If the open discussion and feedback from the group take place in the English 
language classroom, it helps to organize a favorable space for critical 
thinking and creativity. Ennis (1987) also argues that critical thinking is a 
practical activity that includes creative actions such as raising questions, 
formulating a hypothesis, generating alternatives, and making plans about 
gathering information. 
Theoretical findings and empirical studies supported the idea about the 
interrelation of critical and creative thinking. As to creative thinking it 
overlaps with critical thinking. Thinking about the explanation of some 




Implementing critical and creative thinking techniques within English foreign 
classes will be beneficial for both teachers and learners. To develop critically 
and creating thinking it is necessary to consider the types of activities and 
techniques from the point of view of how they contribute both to the 
intellectual and to the affective development of students. Teachers can 
encourage and help students become more creative. Critical and creative 
thinking is essential for productive thinking and learning. 
Critical and creative thinking are communicative processes that develop 
reason, logic and imagination. Communication is integral to each of the 
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thinking processes. Through critical and creative thinking students learn 
independently and make their own decisions in various educational contexts. 
Both thinking skills provide students with a more skillful way of 
communication, enable them to acquire new knowledge, and deal with ideas, 
beliefs, and attitudes. 
If students are provided a proper educational environment, they develop and 
foster critical thinking: the ability to analyze, compare, contrast and evaluate 
and creative thinking, improving their fluency, flexibility and originality. 
Becoming an educated thinker will help students achieve their life and career 
goals and be successful. 
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